
U R B

There are not as many flowers
in  the  garden r igh t  now,  bu t  ohhh.  . .
what fragrance emanates from rain-
washed peppermint, wattle and
bottlebrush foliage. The air is heavy
with an essence that brings tears to
the eyes of old timers and beagle
nounos.

While the night before was
wrought with storm and destruction,
the utter sti l lness of our typical wet
winter morning sees shafts of
sunlight, creating diamonds from dew
drops  aga ins t  a  background o f
wafting steam from waterlogged
DATK.

On the  po in t  o f  be ing  to ta l l y
besotted by such peace and
tranquil l i ty, it is usual then, to be
rudely interrupted by a racket that
wou ld  bemuse a  sad is t i c  s ideshow
spruiker. lt 's only our friendly family of
wattlebirds with their cackling and
squawking, pretending to be bossy-
boot "chooks of the bush".

While there are some 10 000 living
bird species in the world, some with
beaut i fu l  vo ice  and p lumage,
wattlebirds rate in that qroup
described as. . . not very flash.

But, l ike my mum says, "it takes all
kinds to make a world, and if you're
into cacophonies of noise and scrawny
beasts, then wattlebirds are beautiful.

In  Aus t ra l ia ,  the  genus
Anthochaera  conta ins  th ree  main
wattlebird species, the large yellow
wattlebird of Tasmania (A. paradoxal,
the little wattfebird (A. chrysoptera)
of south-eastern and south-western
Australia, and the red wattle bird
(A. carunculata) found across the
whole of southern Australia.

Named from the lobes of skin, or
wattles, on their cheeks, local red
wattlebirds and the more sedentary
but similar looking l itt le wattlebirds
(which, God only knows why, do not
have wattles) are aggressive tree and
shrubJiving honeyeaters. They have
four-pronged, brush-tipped tongues
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for rif l ing nectar and pollen from
flowers, and indulge in spectacularly
fast, twisting and turning, beak
snapping fl ights through branches in
pursu i t  o f  o ther  spec ies .  When
interlopers have been driven oft, a
wattlebird may land on a branch,
throw back its head and let forth a
raucous co l lec t ion  o f  gurg l ing ,
cough ing  and vomi t ing  sounds.

Of the entire local avian fauna,
wat t leb i rds  a re  very  rep t i l i an  in
appearance,  w i th  f la t  heads  and
rather scaly-looking plumage. Their
flexible head and neck movements
and the twisted positions enhance the
resemblance to something saurian,
especially when the birds probe into
hanging blossoms. In fl ight, the long
bil l. stubby wings and tapering tail is
somewhat strangely reminiscent of
the ancient extinct Archaeopteryx.

Wattlebirds are versati le foragers,
takinq a variety of insects and fruit to
support their energy requirements.

It is quite a startl ing event to see
these birds as they verandah-hop to
every conceivable crack and corner in
brickwork, and then hawk under ti les
looking for spiders and moths. lt is
equally amazing to observe a primeval
hab i t ,  as  they  pounce upon la rge
insects on road verges to kick and
wrestle in a cloud of dust l ike a waring
repti le.
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While some people may be irked
by the noise and antics of this ruffian
of the shrubs, it provides the ultimate
in garden animation and adornment.
Live theatre at its best. Living with
wattlebirds is a saga of surprises, with
a never-ending story.

BY JOHN HUNTER

DID YOU KNOW?

The red wattlebirds of mainland
Australia and the gellou

aattlebirds ofTasmania used to be
shot in large numbers for the table.
Fortunotely the species is now
protected

Although hauing hoarse cries
sounding like 'tobacco box, tobacco
box', the sueet mellow ringing
song of 'tew, tew, teu', by a femab
bird, is rudelg Aectud with harsh

deep 'chols' by the male in duet.

In the breeding season, the Uoung
are fed solelg on insects for some
ueels after lledging.
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'Conseroing the aestem ringtail
possum' tells a story of rehobilitation,
release and repopu lat ion.

Discouer the fascinating uorld of
'Starfish, Urchins and their Relatiues'
on page 10.
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Computers and the Intemet
are putting CALM\ Westem Australian
Herbarium uithin eosy reach of
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enthusiasls. See'From Here lo Elemilg
on page 40.

Executive Editor Ron Kawalilak
Managing Editor: Ray Bailey
Editor: David Gough
Story Editorsr Caroyn Thomson-Dans, David Gough, I'ilandy tlewt
IvlitziVancq PennyWa sh, Verna Costello
scientif ic/technical advice: Andrew Burb dge lan Abbon, Ke th l\,4orrit
Neil Burrow!, Paullones and rtatl ol CAtM's ScienG and Infonnation Div sion
Design and production: l4aria Duthie, Sue N]arais, TilfanyAberin
lllu$ration: Gooitzen van der j\,4eer

Canography: Promaco Geodraft
Mark€ting: Este le de San N4 guel 6 (08) 9314 0296 Fax: (08)9134 0498
subscr ipt ion enquir ies:  a (08)9334 0481 or (08)9314 0437
Colour Separaton by Colourbox Digital
Printed in Western Australia by Lamb Prinl
i.a lssN 0815-4465 A lmaiefia (opyr ghr No pa ol the .onter* of the publ 6r on
may be reproduced wilhout conpnt oi the pub ishe6

Vhit LA,VD5COPE online on our award-w nning lnternet site
lvatureBase at http:i/w!,rwca m wa gov.aui

Published by Dr S Shea, Executive Di.ector
Departmenr of Conservation and Land l\4anagement,
50 Hayman Road, Como, Western Australia

LANDSCOPE
VOLUI\.4E THIRTEEN NUMBER 4, WINTER 1998

'The Art of Interpretation' on page 36
discusses hoa inlerprelers use o aoriel!
of techniques to enrich our experiences.

llhat haue rabbits done to our land qnd
uhat haue ue done about them? Find
out in'Run, Rabbit'on page 49.

Leam about e study of life in the
tropical mudllats of Roebuck Bag on
page 16.
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